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7 Identities under sicge: mmumigration stress
and social mirroring among the children
of immigrants

Carola Suarez-Oro:

Introduction

Immigration is a phenomenon that involves over 130 million people
worldwide. In the United States, one out of everv five children is the
child of an immigrant. In New York City schools today, forty-cight per
cent of all students come from immigrant-headed houscholds. This is
not only an urban phenomenon — schools across the country are
encountering large numbers of children from immigrant families. It is
increasingly clear that the adaptations of these children will be an
important factor in the remaking of the American economy and society.

For many individuals, migration results in substantial gains. Some
cscape political, religious, or ethnic persecution while others migrate for
economic reasons. Long-separated families may be reunited. Some
immigrants are motivated by the opportunity for social mobility while
others migrate in the spirit of adventure. Whatever their motives,
immigration is considered worthwhile for many. Stll, the gains of
immigration come at considerable costs which could not have been
anticipated at the moment of departure. The costs and pressures of
migration are in particular felt by the children of immigrants.

The pressures of migration are profoundly felt by the children of
immigrants. These children experience a particular constellation of
changes and experiences that are likely to have an impact upon their
developing psvches. In this chapter, T examine how the stresses of
immigration arc complicated by both the structural barriers and the
‘social mirroring’ of nativist responses and racism that many nmmigrant
children encounter. When the inherent stresses of immigration are
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compounded by patterns of structural and  psychological violence,
immigration becomes traumatic.

Surprisingly litde rescarch has focused on the psychological experi-
ences of immigrant children (Garcia-Coll and Muagnuson 1998). Much
of the work to date either has emphasized the adult immigrant experi-
ence or has examined the physical rather than the psyehological health
of these children. This chapter is a theorcetical contribuuon to this
emerging ficld based on analvses of the first wave of data from the
Longitudinal Immigrant Student Adaptauon Study (a large-scale inter-
disciplinary research project which I co-direct with Marcelo Suarez-
Orozco). This project involves five groups of immigrant children coming
to the United States from China, Central America, the Dominican
Republic, Haiti, and Mexico. We are following 425 recently arrived
immigrant children over the course of five years.! Using anthropological
and psychological techniques, we are assessing the children’s adaptation
to the new socicty, with particular emphasis on the schooling context.

Stresses of immigration

Transitions of any kind have long been regarded by social scientists and
mental health professionals to be stressful (Schlossberg 1984). Events
such as moves, job changes, and ruptures in relationships are known to
be highly disruptive, often triggering a variety of reactons including
anxiety, anger, depression, somatic complaints, and illness (Dohren-
wend 1986). Stress is particularly noxious when the individual is unable
to cope in his or her usual manner. The stakes are even higher when
(s)he perceives that there are serious consequences to not adapting
(House 1974). Both of these conditions are met in the process of
immigration.

By any measure, immigration is one of the most stressful events a
person can undergo. Most critcally, immigration removes individuals
from many of their relationships and predictable contexts - extended
families and friends, community tics, jobs, lving situations, customs,
and (often) language. Immigrants are stripped of many of their sus-
taining social relationships, as well as of their roles which provide them
with culturally scripted notions of how they fit into the world. Without a
sense of competence, control, and belonging, they may feel margin-
alized. These changes are highly disorienting and nearly mmevitably lead
o a keen sense of loss (Amslic 19985 Grinberg and Grinberg 1989
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At the most dramatic end of the stress spectrum are the stresses that
result in post-traumatic symptomatology. Events such as experiencing
or witnessing killing, rape, or torture often lead to transjent as well as
fong-term  symptomatology.  Recent  arrivals  originating  from  the
former Yugoslavia, Somalia, Indochina, Central America, and Haiu
are examples of waves of immigrants who come from regions swhere
they may well have undergone trauma {(Somach 1993}, Svmptom
clusters resulting from PTSD include recurrent traumatic memorics,
and a general numbing of responses, as well as a persistent sense of
increased arousal leading to intense anxiery, irritability, and outbursts
of anger, difficulty concentrating, and insomnia (Horowitz 1986;
Smajkic and Weane 1995). Immigrants who experience trauma will
often suffer recurring waves of these symptoms over a period of time;
the severity of the symptoms will depend on the extent of the trauma
and the psvchological, social, and material resources available 1o the
victims. These symptoms add significantly to the stresses of immi-
graton.

Concern with violence is a recurring theme that we have found among
many of our informants. An alarming number of immigrant children
experience a variety of forms of stress which mav lead to post-traumatic
symptomatology. In addition to the violence experienced prior to migra-
tion (in the cases where families are fleecing war or civil unrest), all too
many immigrant children witness a disconcertingly high level of violence
in their new neighbourhood and school settings (see below). Further-
more, the actual border crossing is often a traumatic event for adults
and children alike.

Scholars and human rights observers of the US

Mexican border - the
most heavily trafficked in the world - have noted that undocumented
border crossers are subject to a variety of dangers including exposure to
environmental extremes (Eschbach ¢ a/. 1997) and violence at the
hands of border agents, ‘coyotes’ (paid crossing guides), as well as
others (Amnesty International 1998:2:4). According to a recent Amnesty
International report ‘women are at particular risk of being physically
abused, raped, robbed, or murdered on their journey’ (1008:2 The

number of women who are raped sometime during their crossing

journey is reported to be very high.

Our own interviews with immigrant children reveal that manyv of them
experience the crossing of the border as highly traumatic. Some report
actual events that occur to them (such as being detained, deported.
hunuliated, or beaten ;. Others report perceptions of potential danger. A
nine-vear-old Mexican boyv with clearly evident fear in his votce told us
of his crossing: ‘I hud to be careful of where T put my feet. My par

told me that the migra [slang term for the Immigraton and Naturaliza
tion Service] had put piranas in the river to keep us away.?

A further form of stress specific to immigration has been termed
acculturation (or acculturative) stress (Berry 1008; Flaskerud and
Uman 1006: Smart and Smart 1993). Acculturaton refers 1o the
process whereby individuals learn and come to terms with the new
cultural ‘rules of engagement’. The individual’s place of ongin provides
her with familiar and predictable contexts; these predictable contexts
chanee in dramatic ways following immigration. As Polish immigrant
Eva ‘Hut‘fnxnm savs in her exquisitely written memoirs, immigration
results in falling *out of the net of meaning into the weightlessness of
chaos' (Hoffmann 1089:151). Without a sense of competence, control,
and belonging, migrants are often left with a keen sense of loss and
m;1rum;1ht‘;' ~\ twenty-three-vear-old Mexican informant insightfully
sum]ncd u}n the experience: ‘T became an infant again. 1 had to learn all
over again 1o cat, to speak, to dress, and what was expected of me.”

Responses to the stresses of immig -ation

While anticipating the migration and the initial period following the
arrival. many immigrants experience a sense of cuphoria (Stuzki, 1979).
Expccmtim‘.i& are often high as the anticipated possibilities may seem
boundless. Energies are focused on attending to the immediate needs of
arienting themselves in the new environment, including finding work
and a p{‘AC‘: to live. As the realities of the new situation are cont'r(m[»cd,
individuals normatively begin to experience a variety of psvchological
problems (Ainslie 1998; Arrendondo-Dowd 10813 Grinberg and Grin-
:bcm 1689; Rumbaut 1977 Stuzki 1979; Suarez-Orozco 1998). Most
fre’(quuntl\', the cumulative losses of loved ones and familiar contexts
lead to feelings along a spectrum of sadness to depression to ‘perpetual
mourning’ (Volkan 1993). The dissonances cultural expectations and
of prcd:émblc contexts lead many to experience an anxious di‘soriema-
tion (Grinberg and Grinberg 1989). Disappointed aspirations and
drv:m;& when coupled with a hostile reception in the new environment,
may lead to feelings of distrust, suspicion, anger, and even well-founded
paranocia (Grinberg and Grinberg 1989). )
The repercussions of the responses at the individual level are #clt
within the family. Stuzki (10703 argues that migration has destabilizing
effects on the ?"A»mllj;. Indeed, migration creates particular pressures on
the family svstem, 1t is not unusual for there to be an inerease in conflict
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hctwcgn family l‘ncmbcrs followmng mugration (particularly if there was
pre-exisung marital tension). Migration often creates changes within the
structure of the family: former family leaders may be ‘dcml\ted‘ (Shuval
1980) and the nature of the gender relationships mav shift. Espin argues

that ‘immigrant families may become entrenched in traditional social
and sex role norms as a defense against the strong pressures to accultu-
rate’ (1987:493). In other cases, as immigrant women move into the
\\'(‘)rkp]zxcc, their new role as family providers may at once provide them
with new-found independence and create tensions within their relation-
ships.

Many immigrant families incorporate extended tamily members and
are more interdependent and hierarchical than traditional Anglo-Amer-
ican families (Smart and Smart 1995). Some of these characteristics
mtqy be in part culturally determined but others may be secondary to
migration. Extended families will often live rogether to share both the
financial and the childcare burdens. In the absence of other social
support networks, they mav rely on each other considerably more than
most non-immigrant families.

Immigrant parents often have to make dramatic sacrifices for what
tbey hope will be a better future for their children. Theyv are frequently
fiercely protective of their children with deep-seated cox{ccrns about Lhuc
perceived dangers of the new environment (including the potential of
bccoming too Americanized). Within the new context, they may set
limits that are significantly more stringent than they \\'ould‘ha\'e' had
they stayed in their country of origin. At the same time, immigrant
parents are often quite dependent upon their children. The chllllrcn
may develop language skills more quickly than their parents and conse-
quently serve as interpreters and errand-runners for the family, Alter-
nating between ‘parentifving’ the children and, at the same time,
scvcrcly constricting their activities and contacts, may create sigmﬁc;mﬁ
tensions within the family. )

M.:?ny immigrant parents (particularly those coming from poorer
falmlles? work in several jobs. These multiple obligations lead them to
be relatively unavailable to their children. For example, because their
work schedules do not permit much flexibility, immigrant parents are
often unable to attend school functions: as a result, educators lament
the perceived lack of interest in their children’s education. It is a
mistake, however, automatically to interpret this as lack of interest or
coneern. Immigrant parents often tell us that they feel that working hard
1s the best way they can help their children; vet these long work hours
leave the children unattended. This physical absence L‘x\{h;mL)ﬂd\ the

ps

chological unavailability that often : anies
logical unavailability that often accompanies parental anxiety and
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depression (Athey and Ahearn 1991}, These two forms of absence all
too frequently leave immigrant children ot heir own devices long before
it is developmentally appropriate. While in some cases this leads to
hyper-responsible internalized children. in other cases it leads to de-
pressed children who are drawn to the Jure of alternative family struc-
tures such as gangs (Vigil 1988).

The time frame for adaptation to the new culture 1s usually quite
different for children than for adults. Children are quickly forced to
contend with the host society more intensely than their parents. Schools
represent an important first host-culture site encountered by the chil-
dren. There, they meet teachers (who are usually members of the
dominant culture) as well as children from both the majority and other
minority backgrounds. Hence, they are forced to contend more quickly
and more intensely with the new culture than do their parents who are
likely to work in jobs that do not require much in the way of language
¢kills or which may be largely populated by other members of the
immigrant community (M. Suarez-Orozco 1998). The relative rapidity
of the children’s adaptation may create particular tensions. Parents may
try to slow down the process by warning children not to act like other
children in the new setting. Children may also have feelings ranging
from vague to intense embarrassment in regard to aspects of their

’S.

parents’ “old country’ and ‘old fashioned’ w

The potential for miscommunication should not be overlooked or
underestimated in immigrant families. As noted earlier, children often
learn the new language more quickly than do their parents. Most
children long to be like others: many will quickly show a preference for
the language of the dominant culture (Portes and Hao 1998). Further-
more, even if the child continues 10 speak the home language, the level
of fluency is likely to be influenced by the fact that after a number of
vears in the new culture, without a concerted effort, the vocabulary and

literacy level of the language of origin usually lags far behind that of the
host culture. Hence, while the child may casily communicate about
basic needs in her language of origin, she is likely to have more difficulty
communicating subtleties of thought and emotion in that language
(Wong-Fillmore 1991). By the same token, often the opposite is true
with the parents. Henee. one of the parties in the conversation is likely
to be at a disadvantage in complicated communication $equences.
Furthermore, in complex discussions, subtleties of meanings are likely
o be missed and miscommunication may result. It is not uncommon to
overhear discussions in which purents and children switch back and
forth between languages and completely miss one another’s Intent.
Children are also not above deliberately misleading their parents. A
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thirteen-year-old Mexican boy admitted to us that he had wld his
parents that the I on his report card stood for “fabulous’!

Our new research suggests that tensions between parents and children
are particularly heightened in cases where the children have been
Scpm;a[cd from their parents for long periods of time. A number of the
new immigrants are following a pattern whereby one or both parents go
ahead to the host country leaving the children with refatives. Thc.x‘c
separations often last for several years. During this time, the child is
likely to attach him or herself to a new caretaker, who Hl:{"»' or may not
have affectionately attended to their needs. If the clnldlsuccecds n
attaching to the new carctaker, the separation from this caretaker in
order to be reunited with the parent can be quite painful (compounding
the mourning and loss that follows the immigration). If the icp:xr:xtmﬁ
was painful and the child was neglected or abused, this too will
g()mplicatc the adjustment following migration. In anyv case, there is
likely l.(\ be some fall-out following these vears of separation prior to
migration (particularly within the Caribbean immigrant community as
well as, increasingly, within the recent Central American cammu‘niw
and from some areas in China). )

A number of factors may significantly attenuate the severity of
response to the transitions and stress of immigration (Garcia—Col]'nnd
Magnuson 1997; Laosa 1989; Rumbaut 1996). These mediating vari-
ables can roughly be broken down into two categories: sending ;acmrs
and receiving factors. )

Mediating factors

The sending context

Each individual brings with him characteristics, traits, and experiences
which are referred to as sending (or antecedent) factors. The circum-
stances surrounding the migration can plav a key role. Was the indi-
vidual “pushed or pulled” out of their country of origin? If the immigrant
1s lured out of his homeland by the promise of up]wrmnm" and
adventure, he s likely 1o be more positively disposed to the cxpc;‘wncc
than if he is ‘pushed’ out by cthnic, religious, or politcal conflict,
chronte hardship, or famine mn the homeland. By the same token. at
least initiallv, the individual initiating the migration is Bkely to be more
enthusiastic about the experience than a reluctant sp«;,uxu clderly
parent, or child (Shuval 1980). We have found that children in purtlml;{r
often have lirde understanding of the reasons behind the motvaton o

mugrate. As a result they may not pass through o stage of looking
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forward in anticipation to the migration and may experience the move as
an imposition upon them from which they have Hle to gain.
ical to the subsequent

Pre-immigration stress and trauma may be crt
adaptation of immgrants. Did he experience trauma that was directly
linked to the decision to migrate? Individuals and families who flee
conflict-torn areas may have witnessed traumatic events and may bave
been subjected to torture and other forms of physical and psychological
violence (Suarez-Orozeo 1989). This is almost always true of refugees, a
special kind of migrant. In addition, as noted earlier, these traumas may
be compounded with further violence during the actual process of

ﬂﬂ}_’,lilmﬂn.

Sacio-cconomic background has been found to be a consistent med-
iator of the stresses of the migration process (Flaskerud and Uman
1096). Higher levels of education as well as economic resources play a
- role in minimizing structural impediments (C. Suérez-Orozco
immigrants sustain the least

decis
1998). On the whole, upper-middle-cls
Joss. Thev may be able to retain much of their prestige and may be able
1o travel back and forth to maintain their social relationships. Individuals
and families of middle and lower classes are less likely to have opportu-~
nities to visit and may particularly suffer from being cut off from their

loved ones.

Immigrants of middle-class backgrounds often experience significant
losses in prestige: they frequently find employment in positions far
below their training and qualifications because of language difficulties,
lack of connections, or lack of certification in certain professions. In
addition middle-class immigrants may sufter for the first time the
painful experience of prejudice and discrimination in the new country.
The poorest immigrants, who are largely members of the lower classes
in their country of origin, often suffer tremendous adversity as a result of
immicration. In spite of these difficulties — which may include xeno-
phaobia, racism, and fierce competition for the least desirable jobs — they
often achieve relative improvements in  their economic and social
circumstances. In addition, while they certainly suffer from discrimina-
Gon in the new country, social disparagement may not necess arily be a

new experience. As members of the lower socio-cconomic class, they are

wuch treatment in their country of origin.

Jikely to have suffered

Personality and temperamental factors are likelv to play a significant
role in how the mdividual will respond to the migration process (Garcia-
Coll and Magnuson 19973 Shuval 10805 A healthy response to dramatic
change requires the ability to be flexible and adaptable to new circum-
ctances. Individuals who are particularly rigid. or who have a high need
¢ 1o suffer more thun those who are more

for prec hilite, are










































